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Free Agents Prosper
In 79 Baseball Pacts

By MURRAY CHASS

The 22 free agents who have joined
new teams in the last two months have
signed contracts worth an unparal-
leled, guaranteed total of $32 million,
according to contract data obtained by
The New York Times.

While Nolan Ryan, Houston's new
pitcher, has the biggest of those con-
tracts — a guaranteed $3.5 million for
three years and potentially $4.5 million
for four years — Rennie Stennett has
perhaps the most interesting one. The
new San Francisco second baseman got
a five.year, $3 million deal that was fat-
tened by $750,000 because the National
League office wouldn’t approve a
particular contract provision.

The information, learned from man.
agement officials and agents, shows
that club owners, who have often la-
mented the spiraling salaries, commit-
ted themselves to spending nearly

-twice as much money on the first 22

players who signed in this market than
on the first 22 who signed in last off-sea-
son’s free-agent market.

A year ago the first 22 of the 32 who
signed, including Pete Rose, agreed to
guaranteed deals worth slightly more
than $17 million. After the 10 other free
agents eventually signed, the total
didn’t reach $20 million.

Twenty-two free agents — exactly
half of this year’s available group — re-
main unsigned, including Joe Morgan,
Roy White, Ed Kranepool and Dock
Ellis.

Of the 22 who have signed, three re-
ceived contracts worth $3 million or
more (Ryan, Stennett and Los An.
geles's Dave Goltz), and 11 others are
guaranteed $1 million or more.

Skip Lockwood of Boston has the
potential to earn $1 million or more,
which would make 15 players in that
category, one more than the previous
high of 14 ““millionaires’’ created in the
first free-agent market in 1976. Ten
players signed contracts worth $1 mil.
lion or more in each of the other two
years,

While the baseball establishment fol-
lows the party line that the kind of
money flowing into players’ pockets
the last couple of months is bad for
baseball, Lockwood tock another view.

“I think,” the former Met relief
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Unparalleled Year for Free Agents
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pitcher said, “‘the clubs have found
they can sign players for a lot of money
and they don't lose money. They make
it back in attendance. Contrary to what
they thought, free agency has turned
out to be a tool that can be used to help
baseball."’

According to National League man-
agement and player sources familiar
with Stennett’s status with San Fran-
cisco, the league president, Chub Fee-
ney, didn’t help the Giants with his
decision regarding a clause in Sten-
nett’s contract.

The sources said Tom Reich, Sten-
nett’s lawyer, and Spec Richardson,
the Giants’ general manager, had
agreed to a clause that would have ena-
bled the infielder to become a free
agent again after three years.

At the same time, though, they ne-
gotiated an alternative to the clause be-
cause Mr. Reich had become wary of
an increasing effort by league officials
to curtail innovative contract provi-
sions. The Giants agreed that if the
free-agency provision were not ap-
proved, they would pay Stennett an
additional $750,000, raising the value of
his already lucrative contract to an as-
tounding $3 million — astounding con-
sidering that the 28-year-old Panama-
nian broke his ankle two years ago and
has batted .243 and .238 since then.

The league presidents approve or dis-
approve contracts. The Stennett con-
tract with the free-agency clause was
not sent to Feeney for his official ap-
proval.

“I did not submit a contract to the
league office that was rejected,”” Rich-
ardson said. ‘I merely asked a ques-
tion.”

Although there’s nothing in the basic
agreement forbidding such a clause.
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Feeney said he rejected the tree-
agency deal because the reserve sys-
tem stipulates a five-year wait before a
player can become a free agent again.

“You can make a contract with a
player,” Feeney said yesterday, ‘‘but
not where it affects other clubs. The
rights of other clubs cannot be signed
away.” If the Giants had been allowed
to grant Stennett free-agent rights
after only three years, the president
added, *‘it would give them an unfair
advantage over other clubs.”’

More than one of the sources sug-
gested that Feeney acted at the direc-
tion of two Player Relations Committee
officials, Ray Grebey, the director, and
Barry Rona, the counsel. However,
when Mr. Grebey was asked about the
Stennett case, he said, ‘‘I am not famil-
iar with that at all, notat all.”’

Yankees Had Approval Difficulty

On the other hand, the Yankees had
some difficulty getting approval from
President Lee MacPhail of the Ameri-
can League on their free-agent con-
tracts with Bob Watson and Rudy May,
and a Yankee official familiar with the
situation said Mr. Rona had instigated
MacPhail’s action.

Mr. Grebey's labor counterpart,
Marvin Miller, executive director of
the Players Association, said he had no
direct knowledge of the Stennett mat-
ter, but remarked, ““If it’s true, it puts
Chub Feeney in the superstar category.
The Giants consider Feeney worth
$750,000.""

The Giants did not fight Feeney’s
decision. They simply adopted Plan B
and made Stennett’s contract a round
$3 million.

Mr. Reich, the Pittsburgh lawyer
who also negotiated a $1.4 million con-
tract with the Giants for Milt May and
a $2,465,000 deal with California for
Bruce Kison, declined to comment on

the Stennett situation specifically.

However, commenting generally, he
spoke critically of the growing fre-
quency with which the league presi-
dents have been rejecting contract
provisions.

‘1 have had a number of difficulties
with provisions where 1 can see no jus-
tification for nonapproval,'’” Mr. Reich
said. “There have been many provi-
sions that have been rejected or modi-
fied and it makes it more and more dif-
ficult to strike a deal.

‘‘As they narrow the noneconomic
issues, which they’re doing, they’re
going to make the players more expen-
sive. It's going to cost clubs more
money. One of these days it's also going
to cost a team a superstar because a
deal between a team and a player will
be blown apart.”

New Agreement Sought

The Players Association, growing in-
creasingly more displeased with the
presidents’ action on contract provi-
sions, has proposed in the current labor
negotiations with the owners that, in
the future, copies of the contract sim-
ply be filed with the association and the
league or commissioner’s office — with
no approval needed. Then if either side
has a complaint about any provision, it
can file a grievance.

“The proposal is aimed specifically
at situations like this,” Miller said, dis-
cussing the Stennett contract, ‘‘where
unilaterally a league president and/or
any of the characters from the Player
Relations Committee office issues an
offhand opinion, which more often than
not has no basis in fact and is a misin-
terpretation of the basic agreement.
Their whole method of dealing with this
is surreptitious. They are not open and
above board.”

With Stennett’s contract increased

by $750,000, the Giants have guaran-
teed the three free agents they have
signed a total of $4,825,000. That total
could reach $5,113,750 if non-guaran-
teed salaries are included.

The $32 million all teams have guar-
anteed the free agents they have signed
becomes $35 million if non-guaranteed
salaries are included.

Dodgers the Biggest Spenders

The Giants are not the biggest free-
agent spenders this time around. The
Los Angeles Dodgers have signed
Goltz, Don Stanhouse and Jay John-
stone for a total of $5.4 million.

Only the California Angels have
spent more in any one season for free
agents — $5.525 million in 1976 for Joe
Rudi, Bobby Grich and Don Baylor.

The San Diego Padres signed Rick
wise and John Curtis for a total of $3.75
million, which is $500,000 more than
they gave Rollie Fingers and Gene Ten-
ace in 1976.

In 1976, the first year of free agency,
24 players signed contracts worth
$24,962,000. Based on the total number
of years those contracts represented,
the average annual income was
$260,229. This time that average is
$366,724, representing a 41 percent in-
crease.



